Passive transfer and rate of decay of maternal antibody against African horse sickness virus in South African Thoroughbred foals.
African horse sickness is an insect-transmitted, noncontagious disease of equids caused by African horse sickness virus (AHSV). Mortality can exceed 90% in fully susceptible horse populations. A live-attenuated (modified live) cell-culture-adapted (MLV) polyvalent AHSV vaccine is widely used to control African horse sickness in endemic areas in southern Africa. Field studies detailing antibody responses of vaccinated horses are lacking. To determine antibody titres to the 9 known serotypes of AHSV in a cohort of broodmares that were regularly vaccinated with the MLV AHSV vaccine and to measure the passive transfer and rate of decay of maternal antibody to the individual virus serotypes in foals. Serum was collected from 15 mares before foaling and from their foals after foaling and monthly thereafter for 6 months. Antibody titres to each of the 9 AHSV serotypes were determined by serum virus neutralisation assay. There was marked variation in the antibody response of the mares to individual AHSV serotypes even after repeated vaccination, with consistently higher titre responses to some virus serotypes. Likewise, the duration of maternally derived antibodies in foals differed among serotypes. Data from this study confirm variation of the neutralising antibody response of individual mares to repeated vaccination with polyvalent AHSV vaccine. Virus strains of individual AHSV serotypes included in the vaccine may vary in their inherent immunogenicity. Passively acquired maternal antibodies to AHSV vary markedly among foals born to vaccinated mares, with further variation in the duration of passive immunity to individual AHSV serotypes. These data are relevant to the effective utilisation of live-attenuated AHSV vaccines in endemic regions, and potentially to the use of vaccines in response to future incursions of AHSV into previously free regions. Further studies involving a larger population will be required to determine the optimal time for vaccinating foals.